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To John C. Frémont

Thy error, Frémont, simply was to act

A brave man’s part, without the statesman’s tact,

And, taking counsel but of common sense,

To strike at cause as well as consequence.

Oh, never yet since Roland wound his horn

At Roncesvalles, has a blast been blown

Far-heard, wide-echoed, startling as thine own,

Heard from the van of freedom’s hope forlorn

It had been safer, doubtless, for the time,

To flatter treason, and avoid offence

To that Dark Power whose underlying crime

Heaves upward its perpetual turbulence.

But if thine be the fate of all who break

The ground for truth’s seed, or forerun their years

Till lost in distance, or with stout hearts make

A lane for freedom through the level spears,

Still take thou courage! God has spoken through thee,

Irrevocable, the mighty words, Be free!

The land shakes with them, and the slave’s dull ear

Turns from the rice-swamp stealthily to hear.

Who would recall them now must first arrest

The winds that blow down from the free Northwest,

Ruffling the Gulf; or like a scroll roll back

The Mississippi to its upper springs.

Such words fulfil their prophecy, and lack

But the full time to harden into things.

—John Greenleaf Whittier
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Introduction

History is rarely kind to losers, and the Civil War was especially unkind to John C. Frémont.

From 1861 to 1865, Frémont lost two military commands, the only major battle in which he fought, a presidential campaign, a good chunk of his fortune, his home, and much of the renown he had accumulated over the previous twenty years that had made him one of the most famous men in the world.

But Frémont, born in Georgia and educated in South Carolina, was also the first official of the U.S. government to issue an emancipation proclamation, freeing the slaves of Missouri, where he was military commander. Abraham Lincoln quickly revoked Frémont’s order but would follow in the general’s footsteps less than a year later and use the same argument of military necessity to justify his own Emancipation Proclamation, declaring free all the slaves in rebel-held territory.

The conflict over when and how to free the slaves divided the two men. But Lincoln and Frémont might have been allies. Both were born in humble circumstances in the slaveholding South; through their own efforts, both became successful men of the West. Both had strong, politically ambitious wives. They were among the founders of the Republican Party and stood as its first two presidential candidates. The convention that nominated Frémont for president in 1856 strongly considered Lincoln for vice president, though Lincoln had supported Supreme Court Justice John McLean rather than Frémont for the nomination. When the time came for Lincoln to fill his cabinet and senior diplomatic posts, Frémont was a contender for each.

But their differences outweighed the similarities, with personalities defined by their professions. Lincoln approached problems in a methodical, lawyerly fashion. Frémont, the great “Pathfinder,” had the improvisational survival skills of one who battled the elements beyond the pale of civilization. At heart, Lincoln was a conservative. He hated slavery but viewed the law and the Constitution as immutable foundations and abhorred mob rule. His considerable ambition was in service to this philosophy. Frémont was quick to ignore his superiors and set rules aside if he believed he was right. He, too, hated slavery but had no long record of activism or fixed political philosophy—thus, his ambition served only itself. “Lincoln,” in Shelby Foote’s perceptive phrase, “was his own psychiatrist.” If Frémont had one, it was his wife, who was too partial to be effectively therapeutic. Lincoln was practical, Frémont a romantic. Lincoln was a talented politician. Frémont was not.1

The conflict between Lincoln and the Frémonts—and he interacted with both husband and wife at crucial moments during the war—creased a few extra lines into the president’s careworn face. It finished Frémont as a political and military figure and embittered his wife for the rest of her life. If it did not make winning the Civil War more difficult, it certainly made the commander in chief’s life more difficult. If it did not ruin Frémont outright, it set him on the road to ruin.

Lincoln misjudged Frémont, as he did many other generals. But he was not alone. Frémont’s appointment as commanding general of the Western Department in summer 1861 was met with nearly universal acclaim, outside the West Point officer class. Lincoln’s closest advisers enthusiastically endorsed the appointment. Underinformed journalists, abolitionist supporters, and ordinary citizens hailed Frémont as the next Andrew Jackson, George Washington, and even Joan of Arc.

He was obviously not the equal of Old Hickory or Washington. And he was certainly not saintly. But Frémont did accomplish things during the war that have been forgotten or dismissed, in large part because he ultimately failed as a commander, a soldier, and a candidate. Lincoln recognized this fact in 1863 when, responding to a suggestion from an abolitionist delegation that Frémont be made military governor of North Carolina, he compared the Pathfinder to Moses, who had led the Israelites to the Promised Land but would not enter the land of milk and honey himself: “It looks as if the first reformer of a thing has to meet such a hard opposition and gets so battered and bespattered that afterward, when people find they have to accept his reform, they will accept it more easily from another man.”2

While it’s worth remembering that Lincoln, the Joshua of this scenario, was the one who had done some of the bespattering, bringing Frémont out from under Lincoln’s shadow would take a monumental work of revisionism. That is not the purpose of this book. But by shining a light on the relationship between Abraham Lincoln and John and Jessie Frémont, we can get a clearer picture of all three and a better understanding of the Civil War.









Prologue 

“We all saw war ahead”

Jessie Benton Frémont spent her life around politics. When she was born in 1824, her senator father—one of Missouri’s first two—had been in the post for three years. Thomas Hart Benton would go on to serve twenty-seven more, plus one term in the House of Representatives, with Jessie often serving as an unofficial aide-de-camp. As the wife of famed western explorer John C. Frémont, she played an unprecedented role as editor of his best-selling expedition reports and as de facto campaign manager of his unsuccessful run as the Republican Party’s first presidential candidate in 1856. Her long exposure to government had inured her to grandiosity, but even she was impressed by the speaker she heard on the night of October 26, 1860, at San Francisco’s American Theater.

“Four years ago this night, in front of this very house, I had the honor to attempt to lay a little deeper and broader the principles of Republicanism by trying to show why we should elect as President an eminent citizen, who I believe is here tonight,” said the newly elected senator from Oregon, Edward D. Baker.1

At the mention of Frémont, Baker turned in acknowledgment toward a private box where he assumed the Pathfinder to be seated. A close friend of Abraham Lincoln’s for thirty years, Baker had traveled the state on Frémont’s behalf in 1856, enduring bad roads and hundreds of miles on horseback to deliver the message of “free speech, free press, free territory, and the Pacific Railroad.” But Frémont was not in attendance on this night. The box was occupied instead by Jessie and one of her protégés, Unitarian minister Thomas Starr King. King had moved to California in April 1860 from Boston, where he had befriended Ralph Waldo Emerson. Even with the great Transcendentalist as a standard of comparison, King was still more impressed with Baker than was his new California mentor.2

They were not alone. Baker, who had struggled with a political career in California before decamping to Oregon, was welcomed back to San Francisco as a conquering hero by local Republicans. Stores and offices closed early so employees could get a seat for his speech. That night, in a theater designed to seat four thousand, estimates put the crowd inside and out at three times that number, jamming the adjacent streets and sidewalks. “So dense and tightly packed was the crowd in the aisles and standing places that persons who fainted were passed out over the heads of others,” remembered a patron who had traveled twenty-four hours from the Sierra Nevada town of Marysville to attend the event. At one particularly rousing point in the speech, when Baker invoked the Italian freedom fighter Giuseppe Garibaldi, a man raced to the footlights at the front of the stage waving an American flag and shouting, “It is true! It is [t]rue! We are slaves, compared to the rest of the world.”3

The distinguished Baker—balding on top with gray on the sides, flashing blue eyes, “indomitable energy, true English perseverance [he was born in London], fine natural parts, great elegance and popular manners”—pressed on after the interruption. He was already an hour and a half into the speech, extolling the antislavery virtues of Frémont and his party, as well as their support of a transcontinental railroad.4

“Pierce professed to recommend the road; Buchanan professed to recommend it,” Baker asserted, citing the empty promises of the current Democratic president and his immediate predecessor. “If, four years ago, we had elected Frémont, in four months after, he would have recommended a railroad, and would have sent two regiments of dragoons in the meanwhile to tamp the track.” This statement brought a rousing cheer, as nearly any mention of a railroad to the West Coast was bound to do in San Francisco. “He would have had no constitutional scruples himself, and would not have tolerated them in any one else. He would not, as this man [Buchanan] has done, have hesitated because somebody said that Mason, or Toombs, or somebody else, did not like it.” This last point was a castigation of southern senators James Mason and Robert Toombs, who favored a southern route and blocked all efforts at a central or northern route for the railroad. “There is not a more incorruptible man in the world, I believe, than Frémont,” Baker averred—then, possibly realizing that this might be a bit much, caught himself. “But if anybody had been corrupted, I assure you it would have been in favor of and not against the railroad,” he added, sparking laughter and more applause.5

After two hours and fifteen minutes, Baker brought his oration to a close, assuring his audience that Lincoln would be just as incorruptible as Frémont—and toward the same policy ends: a railroad across the country and an end to the expansion of slavery. “There were loud cries for Frémont,” and the chairman of the event quieted the crowd enough to tell them that the man was not in the building. “Well, hunt him up, then,” someone yelled, inspiring another round of raucous laughter. But Baker would have to wait until Monday for his personal audience.6

Three days later, he joined the Frémonts and other members of their salon (which at various times included King, Baker, aspiring writer Bret Harte, fellow writers such as Herman Melville and Samuel Langhorne Clemens [who would soon take the pen name Mark Twain], artist Albert Bierstadt, photographer Carleton Watkins, and other luminaries) to discuss John C. Frémont’s potential role in bringing the antislavery and pro-railroad policies to fruition. They met at the Frémont home at Black Point, a rocky promontory on the north edge of the city opposite the Golden Gate (the name Frémont had given the spot in 1848). King, who made use of a small cottage on the property to write, called it “our Lodge by the Golden Gate,” and Jessie described it as “where the waters of the great bay washed the rocks of our headland and we looked down over roses and geraniums to the decks of passing ships making their way out to the Pacific.” The “black” of Black Point came from the dark pine and scrub oak that covered the peninsula. Harte was a regular attendee at Sunday dinners. Navy man Edward F. Beale, who had known and defended Frémont during the Mexican War and served as superintendent of Indian affairs in the state, was a frequent guest. Frémont had paid $42,000 for the Black Point house and surrounding dozen acres earlier in the year to provide his wife with a more civilized situation than she tolerated in the mining-camp atmosphere of Las Mariposas (the butterflies), the couple’s home in the wilderness of the Sierra Nevada foothills, near Yosemite Valley. Perched atop a hundred-foot bluff, Black Point had, as Frémont described it, “the three things we have always held as requirements for a home. The sound of the sea, a view, and a gentle climate.”7

Baker was familiar with the Frémonts, the “first lady and gentleman” of  California; Baker also knew the state’s politics, and he came to Black Point that day as Lincoln’s personal representative. He had first met Lincoln when both served in the Black Hawk War in 1832. Baker practiced law alongside Lincoln in Springfield, Illinois, and served with him in that state’s legislature. His two terms as a congressman in Illinois in the 1840s bracketed Lincoln’s one term. A mark of their closeness came in 1846, when Lincoln named his second son Edward Baker Lincoln after his friend.8

Baker also had things in common with Frémont. Both served in the Mexican War, although in different theaters. Baker had given up his Illinois political career to emigrate to California in 1852, where Frémont was already living. Frémont won and lost a Senate seat. Baker had enjoyed legal and financial success in San Francisco but lost races for the state legislature and Congress. Both had gained fame and wealth, and both had a penchant for spending more than they earned. Baker had even gone through his own cabinet consideration in 1848–1849 before being rejected for a position by President Zachary Taylor. (At the same time, Lincoln had turned down an offer from Taylor to become governor of the Oregon Territory.)9

Now Baker was a senator from the new state of Oregon, to which he had retreated after losing the 1859 California congressional race. Local worthies had recruited him specifically to run for the Senate in 1860, and Baker was more than happy to oblige. The newcomer, benefiting from a split in the state Democratic Party that reflected the one that would boost Lincoln to his victory a month later, won the October 2 election and became the first Republican to represent the West Coast in Congress (Frémont had been elected as a Democrat in 1850). Lincoln had other connections to the state, but Baker was, as one historian called him, “the most influential nationally of Lincoln’s personal connections in Oregon,” and he had been deputed to feel out Frémont.10

At the Black Point meeting on October 29, Baker still had to speak unofficially on behalf of his old friend. Lincoln’s prospects were bright, but Election Day remained eight days away. News of the positive results (for Republicans) of October state elections had not yet reached California. Baker “was authorized to offer a Cabinet position or a first class foreign appointment to Mr. Frémont,” Jessie recalled. “The mission to France would have been tempting in time of peace, but we all saw war ahead and it was not a time to leave one’s country.”11

Frémont, a naturally reticent man, heard Baker out but committed to nothing. His reluctance was not simply a case of typical nineteenth-century faux humility. Though he had lost the 1856 election and largely left the political playing field in the wake of that defeat, he had kept a hand in. He and King, for example, were working together to raise money for drought-stricken farmers “of all shades of political belief” in Kansas—and he still had something of a following in the party, as the reception in absentia at Baker’s speech indicated. Horace Greeley observed, “There are many thousands who cherish for Col. Frémont a personal regard and affection which render them profoundly solicitous with respect to his good or evil fortune.” He had a claim on a top-level position if he wanted one, especially if California came in for Lincoln. The question was, did he want one? More to the point as far as Frémont was concerned, if secession came and war followed, would he be given a senior field command in any northern army?12

The truth was, although he was elated at the prospect of a Lincoln administration that would vindicate his unsuccessful 1856 crusade, Frémont’s mind was on other things, and he told Baker as much. His claims of concentrating on business were legitimate and well documented. A decadelong battle to secure title to the forty-four thousand acres of land and mining operations at Las Mariposas had been successful, and the mines and stamping plants were producing tens of thousands of dollars a week in revenue. The land he had paid $3,000 for in 1847 included twenty-nine ore-bearing veins and was now valued at $10 million. However, the costs of running the operation, dealing with multiple creditors, and ferreting out squatters were overwhelming in terms of both time and money. State courts had held that any “unoccupied” claim could be jumped, and they offered a loose definition of that term. “A small miner working alone would go to his dinner, and immediately men watching for the chance would seize and hold against him his lawful property,” Jessie Frémont wrote. It kept “every mine-owner in the position of sentinel.” Newspapers in the weeks after the election were reporting on lawsuits that Frémont was filing in attempts to recover gold that had been taken from his land, along with regular reports on how much gold was being produced.13

A decade before, Frémont had turned down a $1 million offer from a purchaser Benton had recruited. An 1851 trip to Europe, during which John and Jessie were received by Queen Victoria, had yielded no takers. Now he needed new investors and more capital; for the moment, that would have to take precedence over any political appointment. Turning to Jessie, John asked, “And what do you wish?” He probably knew what she would say: “Above all, to stay here where I have taken root along with my rose bushes; otherwise, to do what you think best.” What Frémont thought best was that business came first. But if war came, he assured Baker, he would serve his country in uniform as he had done before. Considering Frémont’s long record of insubordination and defiance of authority, that promise might not have reassured the emissary of the soon-to-be president-elect in quite the way Frémont intended.14


“The latter-day Jackson”

That record stretched back to the very beginning of the Frémont-Benton relationship.

Frémont’s early exploration work for the Army Corps of Topographical Engineers in the 1830s led to his meeting Thomas Hart Benton, who headed the Senate Military Affairs Committee. When the young lieutenant returned from an expedition to the Coteau des Prairies between the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, Benton invited him to his Washington home. There, in 1840, the twenty-seven-year-old John met Benton’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Jessie Ann.

It was, on both sides, love at first sight. Benton and his wife, however, were less than thrilled. Mrs. Benton had hoped to marry Jessie off to the widowed president, Martin Van Buren (who was more than four decades her senior, so it couldn’t have been Frémont’s age that stood in the way). The elder Bentons took steps to keep the couple separated, pointing out that Frémont had no family fit for society. His mother and roguish father had not been legally married when he was born in Savannah, Georgia, in 1813. A promising student, he had been admitted to the College of Charleston but was expelled for failing to attend class regularly. Even with the expulsion, Frémont’s math and drawing skills had caught the attention of future secretary of war Joel Poinsett, a former South Carolina congressman and minister to Mexico. Poinsett both launched Frémont’s career as an explorer by hiring him to do a railroad survey and was instrumental in getting him a commission with the Army Corps of Topographical Engineers. Still, with no money and the meager career prospects typical of an army officer, Frémont seemed like a bad bet to the Bentons. Jessie, accustomed to getting what she wanted, refused to listen. John was in a more difficult position as a military officer under indirect supervision by Benton. Eventually the couple agreed to Benton’s demand that they wait a year to see whether their romance would survive the test of time. To add a biblical touch to the proceedings, Benton arranged for Frémont to be sent off on an expedition to the Des Moines River, in which he had nearly drowned two years earlier, in 1838.15

Time and distance did not deter them, and unlike Uriah in II Samuel, Frémont survived his exile. The lovers were both used to getting their way, and the romance would prove no exception. John headed west in June 1841, he was back in Washington in August, and the couple eloped in October, marrying in the home of Kentucky senator John J. Crittenden, whose wife, Maria, was a friend of Jessie’s. They did not tell the Bentons for nearly a month. The couple’s defiance of authority created a template they would follow for the next three decades of Frémont’s life in politics and the military.

Benton soon forgave his protégé and welcomed Frémont into the family and into his official good graces. This connection laid the foundation for Frémont’s enduring fame. An 1842 expedition partway up the Oregon Trail was followed by a second expedition all the way to Oregon (and then, in defiance of orders, to California) in 1843–1844. This journey yielded an official report written by John that was subsequently edited by Jessie into a romantic adventure story and became a best seller. Published at the opportune moment as immigration to Oregon and California began to boom, the page-turner made Frémont into a national celebrity.

Frémont’s decision to turn southward and cross the Sierra Nevada in February 1844 was without official sanction. California belonged to Mexico, and he had no authorization from the Corps of Topographical Engineers to venture into Mexican territory. To top it off, he was toting a howitzer, which he had requisitioned from the armory in St. Louis before heading west. On discovery of this possession shortly after his group had begun its journey, orders were sent for John to return with the weapon, endangering the entire expedition. Jessie held up the orders until her husband was too far down the trail to reverse course and then sent a message his way to keep going and not look back. John J. Abert, head of the Corps, was outraged. Benton smoothed things over for his son-in-law, so the commanding general in St. Louis, Stephen Watts Kearny, suffered the greatest share of embarrassment and castigation from the War Department. Kearny would not forget the humiliation.

More troubling than making off with a single piece of artillery was Frémont’s insubordinate behavior on his next journey west, to California on the eve of war with Mexico. It was there that Frémont sealed his reputation as a loose cannon, offending the West Point officer class that would still be holding a grudge against him when he returned to the military in 1861.

War with Mexico was declared in April 1846, by which time Frémont had been agitating in California for several months. In late 1845, he had promised settlers and recent immigrants at Sutter’s Fort (present-day Sacramento) that if war came, his men would protect them. His belligerent actions in the field and unofficial discussions with U.S. Consul Thomas Larkin got the attention of Mexican officials, who soon grew suspicious of Frémont’s activities and ordered him to leave California. He took his men out of Monterey, but not California, camping atop nearby Gabilon Peak (now Frémont Peak) and raising the Stars and Stripes at the summit. When Mexican troops arrived in response to this provocation, Frémont and his men retreated to Oregon. By May 1846, they were back in California, looking (as Lt. Frederick Walpole of the Royal Navy described Frémont’s corps) like “true trappers, the class that produced the heroes of Fenimore Cooper’s best works.”16

Heroes were needed. Lt. Archibald Gillespie caught up with Frémont in the first week of May and handed him dispatches from Washington that anticipated, but predated, the war declaration. Frémont moved south, setting up camp along the Bear River about two days north of Sutter’s Fort. He was joined by American immigrants hoping to rise up against the Mexican authorities. On June 14, a few dozen of those men captured Sonoma and the next day hoisted the Bear Flag up a makeshift pole and declared formation of the California Republic. Frémont disavowed any knowledge of or participation in the Bear Flag Revolt, but he sent those taken prisoner by the rebels under guard to Sutter’s Fort, and the rebels considered him sympathetic to their cause. His actions were questionable, but there was nobody in authority in California willing to question them.

The navy got to California before the army. When news of the war declaration came, Frémont’s men, bolstered by local recruits and now numbering more than four hundred, were enlisted into service by Comm. Robert Stockton. When Army brigadier general Stephen Watts Kearny arrived on the scene in December 1846, he ordered Frémont to come under his command. Frémont refused, arguing that he was answerable to Stockton.

Stockton backed up Frémont and appointed him military governor of California in January 1847. Kearny got the same appointment from commanding general Winfield Scott. Frémont at first refused Kearny’s order to return to the east. When he finally acquiesced, Kearny had him arrested when their party reached Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, despite President James K. Polk’s order that Frémont be given the option to return to his regiment fighting in Mexico. Frémont was charged with mutiny, disobeying a superior officer, and conduct prejudicial to the public services. When he returned to Washington, he endured a grueling three-month court-martial. Convicted on all charges in January 1848, he was sentenced to discharge from the service, although a majority of the court recommended executive clemency.17

Stepping in because her husband had gone to South Carolina to tend to his dying mother, Jessie met twice with Polk, who doubted the legitimacy of the mutiny conviction but provided no succor. Polk, as he related to his diary but not to Jessie, believed “Frémont was greatly in the wrong when he refused to obey the orders issued to him by General Kearny.” Jessie then met with Kearny, who hurled the St. Louis howitzer back at her, and she felt the game was up. Benton provided a more effective intervention with Polk, who admitted to Benton that he “regretted the whole affair.” After consulting with his cabinet, the president commuted the sentence and offered to reinstate Frémont into service. But Frémont’s stubborn pride would not countenance a deal. He refused Polk’s offer, believing he was innocent of all charges and that accepting a pardon would effectively be an admission of guilt. Instead, he resigned his commission in 1848 and left the army. It was a sordid affair, instigated by vague orders and Frémont’s insubordination, but likely would have amounted to nothing if not for Kearny’s tenacious grudge. On his deathbed in St. Louis in October 1848, the general sent a message to Jessie via the army doctor who was treating them both (Jessie had recently lost a baby), asking her to visit him. She steadfastly refused, and Kearny died, unvisited and unforgiven, on October 31.18

The Frémonts settled in California on forty thousand acres of land that John had bought for $3,000 with help from Consul Larkin in 1847. Having left the Topographical Corps, Frémont led a privately funded expedition up the Arkansas River in 1848–1849, during which some of his men nearly starved and at least some participated in cannibalism to stay alive. But he remained enough of a hero to the now American residents of California that when statehood came in 1850, he was elected one of the new state’s first two senators. His brief tenure—he had drawn the short straw and faced reelection in 1852—was unremarkable. He supported legislation that would have guaranteed Mexican land grants, like the one he had purchased from Larkin. Another measure would have barred foreigners from owning gold claims. He backed abolition of the slave trade in the District of Columbia but not the abolition of slavery itself in the nation’s capital. He served only 134 days and, after a long and extended debate in the state legislature, was not reelected.19

A fifth expedition in 1853–1854—like the fourth, funded by St. Louis businessmen recruited by Benton—sought a railroad route along the 38th parallel. Also like the fourth expedition, this one ran into harsh winter weather and accomplished little. At the age of forty, Frémont decided it was time to get out of the exploration business. He became serious about developing Las Mariposas into a going concern.

Despite the court-martial, the undistinguished and brief Senate career, and the failed expeditions, the handsome and dashing Frémont retained a hold on the public imagination. Both political parties, hoping to attach themselves to his enduring fame, considered him a viable nominee for president in 1856. His antislavery instincts led him to the new Republican Party, largely because the Republicans promised to stop the spread of slavery into the western territories he had done so much to popularize.

A leading proponent of Frémont’s candidacy was Francis Preston Blair, a longtime Washington fixture, a close friend of Andrew Jackson and Thomas Hart Benton, and a founding member of the Republican Party who decades earlier had dandled little Jessie on his knee. The Blair family sat at the nexus connecting Lincoln and Frémont. One Blair son, Montgomery, had represented Frémont in the Supreme Court in the case that secured his land grant. Another son, Francis Preston Blair Jr. (known as Frank), was running for Congress as a Republican in the Benton stronghold of St. Louis. Daughter Elizabeth was one of Jessie’s closest friends. When the Frémonts’ infant daughter Anne had fallen ill in 1853, it was to the Blairs’ Silver Spring home outside Washington that Jessie had retreated. The baby died there, and the Blairs helped nurse Jessie back to health.

Benton, by contrast, was not a Frémont supporter. He believed a Republican victory would split the country, leading to secession and civil war, and endorsed Democrat James Buchanan. Forced to choose between her husband and her father, Jessie sided with John. In effect, she served as his campaign manager, handling correspondence and controlling access to him. It was a unique role for a woman and a wife, and her performance in many ways outshined her husband’s. “Our Jessie” became at least as popular a figure as the Pathfinder. By October 1856, leading national politicians were writing not about what Frémont might do as president but about what “the Frémonts” might do and what “they”—not “he”—might be able to accomplish. Acquaintances noted that “Frémont would never transact business without his wife being present, who had a much clearer head than he.”20

When the campaign ended in defeat, the dispirited Frémonts took different tacks. Jessie’s role was widely acknowledged, and some believed it portended a brighter future for women in the public sphere. “The ballot has not yet been yielded,” noted women’s rights activist Lucy Stone, “but it cannot be far off when, as in the last Presidential contest, women were urged to attend political meetings, and a woman’s name was made one of the rallying cries of the party of progress. The enthusiasm which everywhere greeted the name of Jessie was so far a recognition of woman’s right to participate in politics.”21

For Jessie herself, it was a time of discontentment. It’s not certain that she knew of accusations by some close associates that her husband had been unfaithful or, if she did, that she believed them. But her behavior implied that a certain distance had grown between the couple that went beyond the letdown that is natural after the exhilaration of a campaign and the disappointment of a defeat. When John headed to California, she headed to Europe with their children: Lily, John Charles Jr. (called Charley), and Frank, who was named in honor of Francis Preston Blair. John’s niece and ward, Nina, also traveled with them, leaving in June 1857.

The Frémonts would not be reunited until November, in New York. Apparently reconciled, they headed back to California in March 1858 by ship, via Panama. It was the third time Jessie had made the perilous journey. Arriving the following month, they began in earnest to set up a home at Las Mariposas.

New York newspaper editor Horace Greeley visited Las Mariposas in spring 1859 as part of his western tour. For Frémont, it would be a rehearsal for the meeting the following year with Baker. Greeley talked politics and the 1860 election, but Frémont waved away the subject emphatically enough that Greeley “soon realized why Mr. Frémont would not reenter political life in a way which would again entail the abandonment of his property,” Jessie wrote. A dedicated foe of New York senator William Henry Seward, however, Greeley “wanted and obtained, all the influence and helping good feeling Mr. Frémont could bring to bear in aid of Mr. Lincoln.”22

That was Jessie looking back. In fact, Frémont played no role in Lincoln’s nomination or election. Some loyal supporters still wanted Frémont to try again in 1860, and his name continued to come up as the May convention approached, despite his having officially demurred the previous November in a letter to the Daily Alta California, insisting he “would not again encounter the vexation, mortification and annoyance” of a presidential campaign. Among Frémont’s most devoted followers were the Germans of St. Louis, who hoped that a deadlocked convention might turn the Pathfinder’s way. “Our First Choice! As Presidential Candidate of the Republican Party J. C. Frémont, Subject to the Decision of the Republican National Convention,” declared a March 1860 headline in the Anzeiger des Westens, one of the city’s German-language newspapers, whose editor was a friend of Lincoln’s. Just a week before the Chicago convention, the paper referred to Frémont as “the latter-day Jackson” and insisted, “We will continue to hold his name up at the head of our ranks as the first and only chosen one until a final and irreversible decision, and we shall parade until then for Frémont alone.” Frémont acted to keep his name out of the convention, authorizing a friendly delegate to withdraw his name in the event it was raised. His primary concern was that the party nominate a candidate who was solid on the transcontinental railroad.23

Despite all this, Frémont remained a heroic figure in the popular imagination. At the San Francisco celebration of a decade of statehood in September 1860, his carriage led the procession through the city’s streets. Baker’s visit on behalf of Lincoln confirmed that Frémont hadn’t been forgotten outside the state either.24

Frémont’s antebellum career was marked by great success and unmatched fame as an explorer despite frequent carelessness with the lives of the men under his charge, electoral defeat, defiance of authority coupled with outright insubordination as a military officer, and a grade of incomplete on his political, financial, and business acumen. Civil war would again test Frémont on each of these counts. If he was a “latter-day Jackson,” as his friends in the German press proclaimed, he would have plenty of opportunity to demonstrate it in the coming conflict.










Chapter One

“Great confusion and indecision in affairs”

By the time the long election night was over, Abraham Lincoln had a pretty good idea of whom he wanted as the core members of his cabinet. After spending the evening in the Springfield telegraph office, “I had substantially completed the framework of my Cabinet as it now exists,” he explained later. That would not stop him from vacillating on individual choices—or others from offering their advice. Some of that advice involved pushing the candidacy of John C. Frémont for a spot in the cabinet or a senior diplomatic post.1

Charles Billinghurst, a former two-term member of Congress from Wisconsin, was quick out of the gate in favor of Frémont. “Frémont at the head of the War Department in the government, would be found equal to any emergency,” Billinghurst wrote Lincoln. “I am for Frémont for Secty of War first and foremost. In a time of profound peace I do not believe he would accept, but as the times are, I believe he would glory in it.”2

Lincoln and his vanquished rival for the presidential nomination, New York senator William Henry Seward, had different visions for the cabinet. Seward was the leading candidate to become secretary of state, and he sought allies who would bolster his self-anointed position of prime minister. He wanted loyal Whigs, which meant excluding his chief political rival, Salmon P. Chase. By contrast, Lincoln wanted, in historian Doris Kearns Goodwin’s phrase, a team of rivals who would balance each other while binding the factions of the party together. Lincoln the politician understood this approach would come with a high degree of intrigue, but it would be better to have those rivals working inside the tent than hectoring from outside.3

Frémont’s executive ability had never really been put to the test beyond leadership of a few dozen men in the wild and a few hundred in California during the Mexican War, at which times his performances were hit-or-miss. His record of working as one cog in an executive team was more miss than hit.

Under the guiding hands of such mentors as Thomas Hart Benton, former secretary of war Joel Poinsett (the South Carolinian who gave Frémont his first exploring job), and French polymath Joseph Nicollet (who led the 1838–1839 Great Plains expedition), Frémont had prospered as a protégé, as an instrument of policy. Now all his mentors were gone. Benton had died just a couple weeks after the Frémonts departed for California in 1858. Unshackled and left to his own devices, Frémont had floundered. Working as a department head would require a level of political sophistication he had not, as yet, demonstrated. His tendency to go off half-cocked, somewhat kept in check when under the influence of older and wiser men, was a liability when he became untethered from their restraints. His troubling tendency to defy authority had mattered less when under Benton’s overarching protection or when separated from civilization by thousands of miles of wilderness. With all his protectors gone, and operating at the center of power, Frémont would find that defiance came at a hefty cost.

Pennsylvania, because of its size and crucial role in the Republican coalition, was entitled to be rewarded with a senior administration post. The leading candidate for that place was Senator Simon Cameron, a possibility for either the War Department or the Treasury. If he was in at War, Frémont was out. If Cameron was tapped for the Treasury or left out entirely, the War Department was still in play and thus still a possible landing place for Frémont.

Although Cameron was the top Pennsylvania choice, he was not the only possibility. And he came with considerable baggage, the loading of which had begun behind Lincoln’s back at the Republican convention in May—amid all the other chicanery typical of a brokered convention, such as using the home-field advantage of Chicago to print extra tickets for supporters so they could flood the Wigwam (the name given to the temporary structure hosting the convention). Lincoln’s team physically separated the New York and Pennsylvania delegations on the convention floor and placed pro-Lincoln delegations between them, thus making it more difficult for the two big states to work together to bring the Seward and Cameron factions together on a deal.

Behind the scenes, Lincoln operatives persuaded Cameron to bring his delegates to Lincoln on the second ballot in exchange for the promise of a top cabinet position, probably the Treasury Department. Leonard Swett, a longtime acquaintance who had ridden the Eighth Judicial Circuit of Illinois with Lincoln, confessed as much postelection, when he had to explain to the president-elect why Cameron’s supporters were channeling their supplications through Swett and his convention colleague David Davis.

“I am annoyed, a little, that these applications of Cameron’s friends are made so prominently through Judge Davis & myself. Yet, on the whole, from what occurred at Chicago I think they have a right to do it,” he owned up as introduction. “The truth is, at Chicago we thought the Cameron influence was the controlling element & tried to procure that rather than the factions.” But that did not mean he was backing away from the agreement, however unsavory it might have been. “My belief is that no man, other than C. can be selected there without considerable dissatisfaction.” Cameron’s partisans were also lobbying Vice President–elect Hannibal Hamlin, who was getting appeals “from very strong and unexpected quarters in Pennsylvania, urging the appointment of General Cameron to a place in the cabinet.”4

That might well have been true. But selecting Cameron came with its own set of dissatisfied customers stretching far beyond just devotees of Frémont. Alexander McClure, a leader in the state’s anti-Cameron faction, thought it better for Pennsylvania to go unrepresented in Lincoln’s cabinet than to have Cameron as the representative. “It is not at all essential that you should select a Cabinet officer from this State,” he told the president-elect. “Surely it is better to take none than to do us positive wrong.”5

From Swett, McClure, and countless others, Lincoln was getting plenty of advice (solicited and otherwise) about Cameron and every other potential cabinet nominee. Over the first few weeks, a couple of themes began to emerge. On November 16, a visitor from Lincoln’s home state of Kentucky urged him to build a cabinet of conservatives, including at least one southerner. Lincoln’s reply that this approach would effectively deliver the government into the hands of the men he had just defeated in an election was a message he would return to repeatedly over the next three and a half months. “I am not at liberty to shift my ground,” he wrote that same day to a Missouri newspaper editor. “That is out of the question.”6

In part, that was because he thought it would not be necessary. By the third week of November, the New York Herald was reporting that Lincoln “still adheres to the opinion that actual secession will not be attempted.” At the same time, he was ready to make a stand if it did. “The tug has to come,” he wrote to Illinois ally Lyman Trumbull a few weeks later, “& better now, than any time hereafter.”7

Rather than rush to Washington and perhaps make things even worse by his presence, he stayed in Illinois. Springfield became for a short time the “Mecca of American politics,” as Lincoln secretaries John Hay and John Nicolay described it. The political mountains would come to Mohammed.8

In mid-December, Missouri congressman and presumed Frémont ally Frank Blair met with Lincoln in Springfield. Blair was not there to lobby on Frémont’s behalf, however. Instead, he was angling for his lawyer brother, Montgomery (often called “The Judge” or “Brother” by the family), to receive a place in the cabinet, possibly as war secretary or attorney general. Trumbull also put forward Montgomery Blair, a West Point graduate, for the War Department. Frank Blair briefed Lincoln on the need to defend the St. Louis Arsenal, the largest military depot in the slave states, housing sixty thousand rifles, one and a half million cartridges, and ninety thousand pounds of powder. Losing the arsenal to southern sympathizers, Blair stressed, would likely mean losing the state.

A Blair presence in Lincoln’s inner circle would seem to be good news for Frémont. Frank Blair had been working with Lincoln since 1857. The Blairs and Bentons had a long political and personal history together. Both Frank Jr. and Montgomery had been law partners with Thomas Hart Benton in St. Louis, and Benton had sponsored Montgomery’s admission to West Point. Montgomery handled some of Frémont’s legal work. Francis Blair Sr. had been a leading early proponent of Frémont’s nomination in 1856. Jessie and Elizabeth Blair Lee, the congressman’s sister, had grown up together as best friends and remained warm and frequent correspondents. Lincoln was also considering another Frémont ally, Nathaniel Banks, as an option to represent New England in the cabinet, in part because he wanted his New Englander to be a former Democrat, which favored Banks and Gideon Welles, a Connecticut newspaper editor and politician, over Charles Francis Adams, a former Free Soiler. Like the senior Blair, Banks had been an early Frémont supporter in 1856 and a candidate for the vice presidential spot on the ticket for which Lincoln was also considered and that eventually went to former New Jersey senator William Dayton.9

It might have been true that, as Lincoln later told Welles, “before the sun went down [on the day after Election Day], I had made up my cabinet.” But more than a month later he was still looking for advice on that and a host of other topics.10

On December 10, Swett, acting on Lincoln’s behalf, invited Seward’s fixer, Thurlow Weed, to Hay and Nicolay’s Mecca, seeking advice about the cabinet generally and to gauge Seward’s interest in particular.11

Weed had previously invited Lincoln to join him at Seward’s home in Auburn, New York, a move designed to signal Seward’s desire to be the driving force in the administration—making the president-elect come to him. Lincoln was having none of that. Application would be made to the chief executive; the chief, however deferential he might sound, did not make application. On the same day Swett invited Weed to Springfield, Vice President–elect Hamlin caught his senatorial colleague Seward on the streets of the capital and invited the New Yorker to his hotel room to pigeonhole him on the State Department.

“No, no,” was Seward’s reply to Hamlin’s inquiry. “If that is what you have come to talk to me about, Hamlin, we might as well stop here. I don’t want the place, and if I did, I have reason to know that I could not get it; therefore let us have no more talk about it.” Then Hamlin pressed into Seward’s hands two letters from Lincoln, assuring him that the offer of secretary of state was in good faith, and Hamlin believed Seward’s eagerness gave away his enthusiasm. “This is remarkable, Mr. Hamlin; I will consider the matter, and, in accordance with Mr. Lincoln’s request, give him my decision at the earliest practicable moment.” Seward’s on-again, off-again, on-again game of political chess with Lincoln over the State Department would have implications for Frémont right up until the night of the inauguration.12

Before Seward could talk to Lincoln directly or take the oath as secretary of state, though, he needed to continue playing the role he had played for the past half decade, that of a Republican leader in Congress. While Lincoln entertained guests and fended off office seekers in Springfield (all the while maintaining a studied public silence), Washington was a nest of intrigue.13

As lawmakers reconvened in the first week of December, President James Buchanan sent up his annual message. Newspapers reported that Lincoln “awaits the appearance of his predecessor’s Message with the greatest anxiety.” It allayed no fears and stoked quite a few new ones. Buchanan insisted secession was illegal while paradoxically arguing that the federal government could do nothing to stop it. He called for compromise to avert a crisis but offered nothing to the North that would qualify as a concession. In essence, Buchanan, like Lincoln’s postelection visitor from Kentucky, called on Congress to repudiate the verdict of the 1860 election. A young Henry Adams (son of Charles Francis) feared that was exactly what would happen. “Our men hardly dare say they’ll take the prize they’ve won,” he wrote to his brother.14

Committees were formed in each chamber—a Committee of 33 in the House (named for the number of members) and a Committee of 13 in the Senate—to come up with proposals. Among the members were one from each chamber under consideration for high office in Lincoln’s administration: Seward and Charles Francis Adams. Also included was Mississippi senator Jefferson Davis.

What the committees produced was unpromising from a Republican point of view. Kentucky representative John Crittenden devised a plan that called for six constitutional amendments that would extend the Missouri Compromise line to California; bar Congress from abolishing slavery in any state where it already existed or in the District of Columbia without consent or compensation; protect the domestic, interstate slave trade; provide for compensation of slave owners whose fugitive slaves were assisted to freedom by rescuers; and bar further amendments that might interfere with slavery. For all his “masterly inactivity,” Lincoln’s line in the sand was clear. To William Kellogg, a Committee of 33 member from Illinois, Lincoln stated plainly, “Entertain no proposition in regard to the extension of slavery.” He made similar remarks to several other correspondents.15

Lincoln was treading a fine line. Conscious that three out of five voters had chosen someone other than him, he understood the tenuous nature of the Republican plurality, and he was proceeding cautiously with that knowledge in mind. Leading a new party that had never governed at the national level, confronted by crisis, rent by internal divisions about how to proceed, and facing hostile Democrats in Congress, Lincoln saw silence as the safest course, except to repeat to “discreet friends” his “well-formed convictions.” While many foes and some friends urged him to do more, close ally Trumbull spoke for many when he said, “Inactivity and a kind spirit is, it seems to me, all that is left for us to do, till the 4th of March.” Compounding Lincoln’s reluctance to engage was a lack of any real power to affect events until that date, coupled with a fond hope that reason would prevail and the fire eaters would be brought to heel before violence could break out.16

In that desire, he had plenty of company. The North had been hearing threats of southern secession at least since the Missouri crisis of 1820. Always there had been much smoke but no fire; always in the past an accommodation had been reached, and there was no reason to believe this time would be any different. That, at least, was the thinking of Lincoln and some of his partisans. Journalist John Bigelow described the situation as “the extraordinary and unprecedented spectacle of an insurrection provoked entirely by prospective grievances.”17

Edward Bates of Missouri, under consideration for either secretary of state or attorney general, was confident “that (except with a few demented fanatics) it is all brag and bluster, hoping to make a better compromise with the timid patriotism of their opponents. . . . The letters and telegrams from the South, bear plain evidence of exagiration, and make a false shewing of the unanimity of the people, in support of the traitorous design.”18

At the other end of the ideological and geographical spectrum, Senator William Pitt Fessenden of Maine was of the same mind. “My opinion is that much of the noise is got up for effect in the hope that the North will be frightened and the Republicans induced to lose the confidence of the people in their firmness and capacity.”19

Less than a week before South Carolina’s secession convention, Richard Corwine, a Cincinnati lawyer and political figure who had lived in Mississippi for eight years and would serve on Frémont’s staff in 1861, assured Lincoln, “The great heart of the South is loyal to the Union, and it will be manifested whenever a suitable opportunity occurs.”20

The financial markets were less sanguine. As Frémont was preparing to travel to Europe in search of investors for his mining venture, stocks fell into a pair of postelection panics, and several banks ceased exchanging gold for bank notes after edgy customers rushed to get their money. In Springfield, Lincoln was kept abreast of developments as “telegraphic dispatches, conveying the troubles and anxieties of Eastern financial commercial centers, constantly flashed upon him,” wrote journalist Henry Villard. Antislavery Republicans like New York Post editor William Cullen Bryant worried that market disruptions might sway Lincoln from bold action. Bryant was particularly concerned about Thurlow Weed’s influence. “The rumor having got abroad that you have been visited by a well known politician of New York who has a good deal to do with the stock market and who took with him a plan of compromise manufactured in Wall Street, it has occurred to me that you might like to be assured of the manner in which those Republicans who have no connections with Wall Street regard a compromise on the slavery question,” he wrote to Lincoln. “The restoration of the Missouri Compromise would disband the Republican party.”21

The visit to which Bryant alluded began when Weed arrived in Springfield on December 20—the same day the South Carolina state convention voted to secede from the Union. Even before Weed arrived, Lincoln had laid out his response to compromise proposals: “inflexible on the territorial question,” “no State can in any way lawfully get out of the Union without the consent of the others,” and “it is the duty of the President and the other Government functionaries to run the machine as it is.”22

Lincoln and Weed had met before, as far back as 1848 and as recently as May 24. A pair of ambitious, experienced politicians, the two “took to each other” and spent most of the day talking, with only a brief break for lunch. Weed opposed the nominations of Blair and Welles (both former Democrats) and of Chase, who had bounced from the Liberty Party to the Free Soil Party before joining the Republicans but had long endorsed Democratic Party policies outside the realm of slavery. Regarding Montgomery Blair, Weed warned Lincoln that he would “regret it” if the Judge were brought into the cabinet, saying that the “Blair blood was troublesome.” Weed also steered Lincoln away from Cameron for Treasury. Weed had surely discussed Frémont with Seward, who would recommend him, but Weed’s opinion was not high. Weed had called Frémont’s 1856 nomination “an inexcusable blunder” and said he had “no qualification for the position of Chief Magistrate.” That was a journalist soaked in the life of politics talking about a nonpolitician who disdained that world, but it called into question Weed’s—and thus Seward’s—endorsement of Frémont for any executive branch position.23

After that marathon session with Lincoln, Weed wrote a pessimistic note to Seward on Christmas Day about Lincoln’s resolve on Chase, Blair, and Welles. That same day, Seward wrote to Lincoln suggesting Frémont for secretary of war. Lincoln responded on December 29, saying he had thought of Frémont as well, “but not very definitely.”24

Edward Baker, who had traveled to Washington after his October visit with the Frémonts, returned west to arrive in Springfield from the nation’s capital on Christmas Eve. Newspapers called it a private visit, though Baker gave a forty-five-minute speech in which he extolled the West Coast’s devotion to the Union and the need for a transcontinental railroad. It seems inconceivable that he and Lincoln did not discuss the political intelligence from Washington and California, including news of Frémont’s preference for a senior field command over a cabinet post.

More significantly for Frémont’s prospects, Pennsylvanian David Wilmot also spent part of Christmas Eve cloistered with Lincoln, making the case for Cameron, who arrived December 30 at Lincoln’s invitation via Swett. A day before his arrival, a well-placed New York journalist had offered his “unshaken conviction that Mr. Cameron will not occupy a seat in the Cabinet.” That journalist’s preference for Wilmot might have influenced his reporting. Cameron’s partisans had been lobbying Lincoln at least since the days immediately following the election and would continue right into the new year.25

Cameron, angling for the Treasury, told Lincoln that perhaps Chase was the right man for the War Department. “We are going to have armed conflict over your election,” he said, somewhat to Lincoln’s alarm, “and the place for an ambitious man is in the War Department. There he will have lots of room to make a reputation.” Later that Sunday night, another cabinet candidate, Edward Bates of Missouri, arrived in town at Lincoln’s request. Lincoln, Cameron, and Bates “had a sort of general conversation” for about two hours in the Pennsylvanian’s room. When Lincoln left, Bates stayed, and they were joined by lawyer and editor John Sanderson, a close ally of Cameron. The senator spilled no beans to Bates, and before leaving Springfield, he had a written promise from Lincoln that he would have a place in the cabinet, though the final landing spot was yet to be determined.26

Where Cameron landed had major implications for Frémont’s future. The New York Herald’s Springfield correspondent reported on New Year’s Day that one of the cabinet positions “positively disposed of” was Frémont for the War Department. The paper had to acknowledge that “Frémont has not been heard in reply to the tender of what is but justly due him; but he is expected to manifest no resistance to the pleasure of the President elect, and the current of popular opinion, that, to all appearances, flows very strong in his favor throughout the free States.” Frank Leslie’s Weekly on January 19 had “a strong expectation that Col. Frémont will be made War Minister,” while admitting, “We are half afraid of the Colonel, he is too fond of land speculations,” and suggesting his southern birth might be disqualifying.27

However certain the Herald was, and whatever was “justly due” to Frémont, Lincoln’s commitment to Cameron would last only a few days. Hard on the Pennsylvania senator’s heels came his home-state detractors: Alexander McClure, a state legislator, and Governor Andrew Curtin, leveled hair-raising accusations of corruption. They were not alone. A former congressional colleague of Lincoln’s wrote, “Under no circumstance or contingency will it answer to even dream of putting Simon Cameron in the Cabinet. He is corrupt beyond belief. He is rich by plunder—and cannot be trusted anywhere.” Thaddeus Stevens told Chase that Cameron would turn any department he led into a “den of thieves.” Lincoln asked the Pennsylvania visitors for proof, and McClure claimed he provided it, although no written record of what he gave Lincoln exists. Whatever it was, it moved Lincoln to revoke the offer made just days earlier. It seemed the War Department was once again in play.28

Ignorant of all of Lincoln’s deliberations, politicians’ machinations, and newspaper reporters’ faulty conclusions, Frémont boarded a ship in San Francisco Bay headed for Panama, and thence to New York and on to Europe, on the same day the Herald named him a lock for the cabinet.

At first, the new year seemed to clarify little in Springfield or Washington. Bates had confirmed to his friend, Indiana congressman Schuyler Colfax, on Christmas Eve that Lincoln had invited him into the cabinet, although the exact spot at that point was still uncertain.29

Meanwhile, Mississippi, Florida, and Alabama joined South Carolina in seceding from the Union, on January 9, 10, and 11, respectively. Jessie Frémont’s close friend Elizabeth Blair Lee (Lizzie to her friends) despaired in a letter to her husband, navy officer Samuel Phillips Lee, a unionist Virginian and grandson of Richard Henry Lee, “Civil War seems inevitable.” Lizzie was in the Senate gallery when Jefferson Davis gave his valedictory, a speech he delivered in a voice his wife, Varina—another good friend of Lizzie’s—compared to “a silver trumpet.” Lizzie took a slightly different view of Davis and his compatriots, saying, “I wished in my heart for Old Hickory to arrest them all.”30

On January 14, Lizzie’s father, Francis Preston Blair, weighed in with a long letter to Lincoln. Reminding the president-elect that he was about “to assume a position of greater responsibility than Washington ever occupied” (a phrase Lincoln would borrow a few weeks later in his farewell speech to Springfield), Blair urged the appointment of men of the same caliber as John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and others who had attended Washington. Seward was not on that list, and neither was Cameron. Lincoln’s greatest asset, Blair wrote, was his “acknowledged purity of character.” Bringing in someone with Cameron’s reputation for “greedy & unscrupulous ambition” would erode public trust in his administration before it had a chance to get off the ground. Better to provide “a first class mission” to Cameron and ship Seward off to France. “I am sure that both Seward & Cameron might do themselves & the country more essential service by defeating the plots of our conspirators abroad than they could do for either at home—They have many good points & are on the whole good men.” Then, as Blair was wont to do, he invoked Andrew Jackson, citing how he was able to put even the pirate Jean Lafitte to good use in New Orleans.31

If the image of Seward and Cameron as latter-day pirates brought a smile to Lincoln’s face, the moment is lost to history. Blair’s letter did not dissuade Lincoln: three days after he read it, the president-elect publicly announced his intent to nominate Seward as secretary of state and Bates as attorney general; then he said he wouldn’t be naming any more cabinet picks until he arrived in Washington. He also wrote a letter meant for Cameron, inviting the potential nominee back to Springfield for another session, and then chose not to send it.32

Lincoln’s declaration that he was done announcing cabinet selections did not put an end to the lobbying. Two days later, a delegation of Californians showed up in Springfield “laying close siege to the President-elect.” If they were there to lobby on Frémont’s behalf, they kept it to themselves. News reports noted their appearance but offered no details on their mission. Lincoln might have changed his mind about inviting Cameron for another visit, but on January 24 a delegation of Pennsylvanians arrived in Springfield to lobby on his behalf. Lincoln told them he had “every reason to hope that your wishes will be gratified. I feel a strong desire to do something for your big State, and I am determined she shall be satisfied, if I can do it.” However, he asked another Pennsylvania delegation what would happen to his reputation as “Honest Old Abe” if one of his first acts as president was to nominate someone with Cameron’s notorious reputation, “whose very name stinks in the nostrils of the people for his corruption?”33

Perhaps sensing that Frémont’s chances for a spot in the cabinet were slipping away, Horace Greeley in the first week of February publicly pushed the Pathfinder for minister to France. “I believe that John C. Frémont ought to be Minister to France, not so much for his own sake as because the Republicans of ’56 will feel that they are slighted if he is not recognized by the new Administration,” Greeley wrote Lincoln, perhaps forgetting that Lincoln was one of those “Republicans of ’56.” “I pray you to consider this. Col. F. never intimated to me that he desired or would take any office whatever; but whether he will or will not accept, it is due to the Frémonters of ’56 that he be offered a position of dignity and honor.” The Washington rumor mill was still racing. While Greeley was fretting on behalf of Frémont, Ohio senator-elect John Sherman told Elizabeth Blair Lee that Frémont would enlist Frank to lobby on his behalf for the War Department, and “he is likely to get the post.” When Lincoln was in New York, however, he was paid a visit by Pennsylvania judge James Millikin, who informed him that much of the in-state opposition to Cameron had melted away. Lincoln expressed relief, but he was still not quite ready to commit to Cameron for the War Department and hinted that he might retain Kentuckian Joseph Holt in the post, at least for a short time.34

By the end of the month, with the president-elect safely in Washington, Lincoln had told Governor Curtin, “When I have friends who disagree with each other, I am very slow to take sides in their quarrel.” Perhaps that reluctance had helped move the Pennsylvanians toward a peace of convenience. Realizing that the factional infighting in the state might mean Pennsylvania could be left out of the cabinet entirely likely helped smooth the way to a temporary unification. Cameron and Lincoln met on February 27 at the Willard Hotel in Washington, where Lincoln offered, and Cameron refused, the Interior Department. Interior would instead go to Indiana’s Caleb Smith. Had Cameron accepted, the way might still have been clear for Frémont to head the War Department. Lincoln and Cameron met again two days later, and the president-elect finally reoffered the job he had first offered at the turn of the year, and Cameron accepted. “In accepting Lincoln’s offer, Cameron embraced a job for which he was temperamentally unsuited,” a friendly biographer wrote. It’s by no means clear that the same would not have been true of Frémont.35

But just when things appeared settled, Seward threw another wrench into the works. Complaining about Lincoln’s cabinet choices and that he had not been consulted about them to his satisfaction, he threatened on March 2 to withdraw his acceptance of the State Department. The maneuver annoyed Lincoln, who saw it for the power play it was and quickly set about coming up with a new slate that excluded both Seward and Chase, bringing Frémont back into play yet again.

Lincoln confided to George G. Fogg, a New Hampshire politician and newspaper publisher who would serve Lincoln as ambassador to Switzerland, that he had devised a Seward-less cabinet that would place New Jersey’s Dayton at State and Frémont at the War Department, while sending Seward to London. In this scenario, Cameron was out altogether. Lincoln sent that list to Weed to show he meant business while at the same time asking Seward to withdraw his withdrawal in “the public interest.” Seward, seeing that he was beaten, retreated. In an inauguration night meeting with the new president, he agreed once again to take the post Lincoln had offered. With that, Frémont’s last chance to join the cabinet evaporated.36
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“Not a little uneasy touching the transaction”

















The most difficult and troublesome of my undertaking I have attempted is that of assisting Colonel Frémont to obtain arms and ammunition to carry with him to America. He has no means of raising money and desires me to help him with credit. To this end he brought a letter from Mr Dayton which urged me to do something. This something Colonel Frémont is attempting to stretch up to two hundred thousand dollars. And on enquiry I find that he has been making contracts in Paris without going near Mr. Dayton . . . even though he knows that I had made Mr. Dayton’s cooperation in the engagement a condition precedent to all movement. He came to me today with his bills, and I frankly told him that I should be obliged to send a letter to Mr. Dayton first, and await his assent to the signature of the bills.53














“A sort of romantic halo”

































OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Contents


		Maps


		Introduction


		Prologue: “We all saw war ahead”


		Chapter One: “Great confusion and indecision in affairs”


		Chapter Two: “Making bricks without straw”


		Chapter Three: “If he fights, he will do it upon his own responsibility”


		Chapter Four: “To strike at cause as well as consequence”


		Chapter Five: “A blank page of our history waiting for Frémont’s name”


		Chapter Six: “To strike some decided blow against the enemy”


		Chapter Seven: “A jackass you can’t guide at all”


		Chapter Eight: “Frémont seems to be effectually laid upon the shelf”


		Chapter Nine: “The whole future of our Republic depends on the result”


		Epilogue: “History dwells on results”


		Acknowledgments


		Notes


		Bibliography


		About the Author 3







Guide



		Cover


		CONTENTS


		Chapter 1








OEBPS/Images/Stackpole_logo.jpg
STACKPOLE
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Stackpole_copyright_logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ValleyCampaignMap.jpg
MARYLAND/

WEST VIRGINIA /
(1863 boundary)

B

7
LU ape g, Marrl‘assas

Luray
THORNTON'S GaP”

Brandy,
Culpeper CH.m. Station \
A

CEDAR
R i e,

s Fredericksbirg
/””"“""‘W | McDowell
Gordonsulle
5
VIRGINIA

To Peninsula June-19.. A
Charaaile

~ROCKFISH GAP-

Jackson's Valley Campaign Actions May 21-June 9, 1862






OEBPS/Images/Missouri_map_-_Wikimedia_Commons.jpg
i

¥ Carthage

Booneville

Wilson’s Creek X

1..1mum'v’

Nepv M.ulud f‘ “J

h.mumm

X

[-© Fnyetteville

J

e

SH A WS

S






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
JOHN C. FREMONT,
ABRAHAM LINCOLN,
AND THE BATTLE
FOR EMANCIPATION

- U
PATHFINDER
and the
PRESIDENTg
. JOHN BICKNELL - (= o |

?






